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Abstract 

 

This paper is an examination of the strengths and weaknesses of Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson, 

Kohlberg, and Gilligan’s theories of development.  A discussion of Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories of 

cognitive development highlight the possibilities involved in the process of obtaining knowledge.  

Additionally, Erikson’s theory sheds light on the importance of understanding how identity unfolds and 

the on-going struggle that takes place between individuals and their external environments.  Kohlberg 

and Gilligan both proposed theories of morality.  The research and beliefs of their theories establishes 

multiple ways to understand the development of morality.  Lastly, by summarizing each theory, and 

analyzing of their similarities and differences, important conclusions about the common elements of 

development are brought forth. 
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Understanding how humans learn has been a significant conundrum in history.   People are still 

learning about how, when, where and why learning takes place and there are many questions remaining.  

Even after years of studying human development, researches have proposed theories that both support 

and contradict one another.  As people, societies and the world change, new insights into learning 

surface and challenge the pre-existing schools of thought.  Because each researcher’s own interests in 

development guide his/her focus, the theories about learning are as varied as the people developing 

them.  Some researchers focus on cognition, while others are keen to explain identity or morality.  By 

analyzing both the validity and qualities of Piaget, Vygotsky, Erikson, Kohlberg and Gilligan’s theories, 

important common characteristics about human development can be highlighted and understood.  

 Both Piaget and Vygotsky wanted a greater understanding of cognitive development, but their 

research produced significantly different beliefs.  Piaget believed that cognition was biologically 

motivated and intelligence is defined by an organism’s adaptations to his environment through the 

development of mental organization (schema).  He argued that biology is the driving force from which 

humans to obtain a balance between their schemas and their environment.   According to Piaget, in order 

for learning to take place, children must interact with their environment in a new way and apply their 

previous schema to this interaction; if stimuli does not match previous schema, a new schema is created 

and becomes integrated.  The assimilation of new schema into prior schema becomes increasingly 

complex as the person interacts with her environment in more abstract and symbolic ways.  Piaget 

believed that this interaction, and resulting accommodation or assimilation of schema takes place prior 

to learning and that learning is the product of merged new and prior schema.  Piaget thought learning 

takes place in stages, beginning with the early reflexes that children use to engage with their 

environment, and progressing to more “sophisticated exploratory skills” as they gain more abstract 

knowledge of their world (Huitt & Hummel, 2003; Boeree, C.G, 2006). 

 Contrary to Piaget’s claim that learning is a biological drive, Vygotsky advocated for a socio-

cultural approach, believing that increased cognition was obtained through social interactions that create 

meaning (McLeod, 2007).  Vygotsky argued that learning precedes development, and dialogue is 

integral in the child’s ability to make meaning of the unknown.  Once a child has engaged in learning 

and meaning has been attached to this learning, she can delve into more complex understandings of the 

concept.  Through interactions with society, children learn the cultural meaning that is embedded in the 

new information.  This contrasts Piaget’s theory of biologically based discovery and his creation of 

universal stages of cognitive development.  Vygotsky asserted that learning originates through 
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Elementary Mental Functions, such as attention, sensation, perception, and memory, and then through 

“social interactions with a skillful tutor” transitions to Higher Mental Functions.  Unlike Piaget’s 

unidirectional and linear stages of cognitive development that claimed development progressed from 

concrete and egocentric understandings to abstract and symbolic, Vygotsky’s theory is bi-directional 

because it depends on the interactions between the learner and the More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) 

(McLeod, 2007).  Although, Vygotsky didn’t formalize stages of development in his theory, from his 

emphasis on language, one could infer progression occurs.  As a child’s language skills become 

increasingly complex, her interactions with a MKO also increase in complexity.  This in turn, leads to a 

higher level of abstract thinking.  Furthermore, Vygotsky’s differentiation between external language as 

a primary vehicle for initiating interactions with one’s community and the development of an ‘inner 

voice’ suggest that growth takes place during cognitive development.  Once the external voice has been 

“mastered” for the purpose of communication, it becomes internalized (Culatta, 2012).  In contrast to 

Piaget’s focus on the integration of old schema with new schema in the process of learning, Vygotsky 

formulated that learning takes place in a Zone of Proximal Development  (ZPD) where the learner’s 

interaction with the MKO facilitates her ability to gain higher cognitive skills.  Vygotsky argues that 

children must have social interaction and dialogue in order transition from the ZPD to being able to act 

or know independently (Culatta, 2012). 

 As with Piaget and Vygotsky, Erikson was also pursuing an understanding of cognitive 

development, although his theory was influenced by his personal interest in identity and by Freud’s ego-

psychology theories.  Erikson believed that people develop through the “predetermined unfolding of our 

personalities in stages” (Boeree, 2006).  In each of Erikson’s stages, an individual is engaged in a  

“psychosocial crisis” where two opposing forces, such as Trust and Mistrust in Stage One, need equal 

balance in order for a person to develop virtues, strength of character, and a sense of identity (Boeree, 

2006).  Erikson proposed that an imbalance of the psychosocial forces would lead to maladaptations and 

malignancies that would hinder future progression and development in the subsequent stages.  

Throughout all the stages, Erikson’s psychosocial crises represent development as a struggle between 

one’s ego and the outside world, indicating that even though people’s identity is originally rooted in 

egocentrism and then transitions towards finding one’s place in relationships, family and society, people 

experiencing conflict between their ego and the external world throughout their entire lives.  Erikson’s 

theory attaches approximate ages to each of his stages, but he fails to address the diversity of cultural 

‘rites of passage’ and their role in his linear theory.  It is arguable that the ages applied to each of his 



Running	  Head:	  THEORISTS	  AND	  THEORIES	   5	  

stages function as a compressed or expanded sliding scale depending on the culture.  In some cultures, 

moving through certain stages may take longer than in other cultures.  As well, most cultures have built 

in rituals that may or may not align with Erikson’s age-specific stages.  For example, in Jewish tradition, 

once a boy has his Bar Mitzvah at thirteen years old, society perceives him as a man, responsible for his 

own actions.  This religious and cultural act propels a child from beginning Stage Four of Adolescence 

to Stage Six of Young Adulthood.  Whether or not, the child matures internally in accordance to the 

expectations of his Bar Mitzvah, the external environment now demands that he takes on a higher level 

of maturity.  This societal demand may actually increase the speed at which the child develops, or in 

following with Erikson’s thinking, may result in a maladaptation or malignancy.  Lastly, Erikson’s 

theory fails to address ‘the childless couple.’  Child rearing in Stage Seven is one of the key differences 

that separate this stage from the previous one, but Erikson’s theory does not elaborate on how identity 

differs for childless couples in middle adulthood?  Do people experience different degrees of 

generativity and self-absorption without the “mutuality” of children (Boeree, 2006)?  Regardless of the 

inconsistencies in Erikson’s theory, his stages of identity have brought the concept of identity to the 

forefront of human development theories. 

 Although Kohlberg and Gilligan did not specifically focus on identity in their attempt to explain 

moral development, their theories of morality do incorporate the idea of identity, as one’s morality and 

identity are interconnected through one’s beliefs and actions.  First, Kohlberg is Piagetian in this 

theoretical approach, but he determined that the “process of attaining moral maturity took longer and 

was more gradual than Piaget proposed” (Murray, n.d.).  Kohlberg believed that children form their 

ways of thinking through their experiences.  These experiences direct and involve their understandings 

of concepts such as “justice, rights, equality, and human welfare” (Murray, n.d.).  Kohlberg argued that 

moral reasoning results from children’s interactions, and through these experiences, they begin to shift 

and expand their social moral perspectives (Moral Reasoning, 2007).  Kohlberg developed his Theory of 

Moral Reasoning to explain how children transition from seeing morality as punishment-based to a 

deeper understanding of rules in society and the qualities of a good society.  Kohlberg was interested in 

studying the reasons behind people’s moral decisions, as he felt these were the key to determining one’s 

level of moral development (Crain, 1985).  He argued that the stages of moral development emerged 

from “our own thinking about moral problems” and as children engage in more complex discussions and 

interactions, they are stimulated to question their perspectives and the perspectives of others, resulting in 

“broader viewpoints” (Crain, 1985).  Jensen (2005) supports this idea through his statement that 
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“children are developing a wider sense of what the world offers” and where they fit in. They are able to 

handle greater abstraction and they have gained more life experiences, which influences their abilities to 

think and reflect at a higher level. Unfortunately, the limitations of Kohlberg’s time period have also 

limited his research, as he failed to use a diversified demographic in his research; therefor, the 

applicability of his theory to people outside of his respondents’ demographics is questionable (Crain, 

1985).  In addition, neurological research outlines how the biological and neurological changes in 

children’s brains affect their moral development.   Jensen (2005) suggests that the teenage brain is 

“highly receptive to new information” but also “paralyzed by inefficiency…unstable, volatile, and 

unpredicted,” suggesting that teenagers may struggle with transitioning from their current level to the 

next level.  Alternatively, they may be able to process and reflect on the moral implications of their 

social interactions, but lack the ability to act upon this knowledge.  Moreover, the results of Kohlberg’s 

interview-based research represent a false sense of morality because the interview process does not 

provide a real life context for morale reasoning, where emotions have a significant influence on behavior 

and thought.  Jensen’s (2005) states that the “widespread dispersal of chemical helps explain why, once 

an emotion occurs, it is hard for the cortex to simply shut it off.”  This neurological process suggests that 

once emotions are activated, they become a factor in behavioral responses to stimuli.  Furthermore, his 

theory does not take into account the difference between moral action and moral thinking (Crain, 

1985).  Both of these together should represent and define the level of morality in a whole person.  

Lastly, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development does not include any discussion of his respondents’’ 

awareness of their own morality.  Lickona (1995) claims that children have a sense of what is inherently 

good.  As they become increasingly aware of this sense of goodness and experience positive emotional 

responses to moral action, a feedback cycle could be initiated, where each positive emotional response 

elevates a person to a higher level of moral development. 

 Gilligan’s theory of morality differs from Kohlberg’s on several fundamental levels.  First, 

Freudian ego-psychology perspectives influenced Gilligan’s theory.  However, because Gilligan worked 

closely with Kohlberg before branching into her own research, she was also influenced by the use of 

stages in his theory.  Secondly, she countered Kohlberg’s Morality of Justice theory with her Morality of 

Care theory, which is credited with disproving the linear nature of Kohlberg’s theory by demonstrating 

the possibility of alternative dimensions to moral development, specifically as her theory applies to 

women (Crain, 1985).  She argues that women think differently when faced with moral dilemmas.  In 

her theory, she suggests that girls and women’s morality originates with self-interest, and then transition 
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when the woman takes on a self-sacrificing role in order to be included in society.  The final stage of 

Gilligan’s theory is reached when “needs of self [are] deliberately uncovered, [and] as they are 

uncovered the woman begins to consider the consequences of the self and other” (Real-Life Dilemmas, 

n.d.).  In this stage, women are no longer seeking inclusion into society at the expense of their own 

identity.  Instead, a higher level of morality is obtained when the woman is true to herself and through 

this truth; she is able to consider the needs of others.  Thirdly, Gilligan’s theory emphasizes an 

interconnectedness that she assumes emerges from the close relationship between girls and their 

mothers.  In contrast, Kohlberg’s Theory of Morality emerges in context of “interactions of autonomous 

individuals,” which Gilligan suggests is a male-orientated perspective that results from the 

disconnection between boys and their mothers (Real-Life Dilemmas, n.d.).  Like Kohlberg, Gilligan’s 

theory is fraught with its own limitations.  Gilligan’s research subjects were also from a narrow 

demographic and limited to interviews about a single dilemma.  Had she repeated her research with a 

varied demographic and more extensive interviews, she may have realized that both men and women 

utilize morality of justice and care when making a decision, and their use of each is dependent more on 

the situation, than on the person’s gender.  Gilligan’s theory is based on the stereotype of women as 

being motivated by a need to care and be cared for and men are motivated primarily with justice and 

rules; however, this is not necessarily true (Real-Life Dilemmas, n.d.).  Despite the flaws in her theory, 

Gilligan was able to address the gender void that existed in many areas of research (Crain, 1985). 

 Because each theory of development, whether focusing on cognition, identity, or morality has its 

own strengths and weaknesses, it is through the process of synthesizing their similarities, that key 

characteristics begin to emerge.   First, Piaget’s Sensorimotor stage is similar to Kohlberg’s Punishment 

and Obedience Orientation.  In both cases, the person’s experience with the world is extremely limited 

and knowledge concepts are built around an ego-based reality.  The child assumes that rules are fixed 

and that she must unquestionably obey the authority figures in her life (Moral Reasoning, 2007).  The 

age of children in Piaget’s Sensorimotor stage range from birth to toddlerhood.  During this stage, the 

child does not have the ability to conceptualize outside of rules, as these rules are set by those closest to 

her: parents or guardians.  These rules define her existence through the limitations they set for her.  A 

similar concept is also present in the first stage of Gilligan’s Morality of Care theory.  According to her, 

an individual cannot enter the next stage without transitioning from selfishness to being responsible to 

others (Real-Life Dilemmas, n.d.).  Second, both Kohlberg’s first three stages and Piaget’s two stages 

share similarities in the “shift from unquestioning obedience to a relativistic outlook and to a concern for 
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good motives” (Crain, 1985).  The subject in Kohlberg’s Stage Three assumes that his attitude would be 

shared by the entire community, but by Stage Four, the “respondent becomes more broadly concerned 

with society as a whole” (Crain, 1985).  By the third stage of Piaget’s theory egocentric thinking fades 

and greater abstraction and reversibility exist (Huitt & Hummel, 2003).  Gilligan’s theory suggests a 

similar transition whereby the respondent adopts societal values and gains “social memberships” (Real-

Life Dilemmas, n.d.).  Lastly, in both Piaget’s and Erikson’s first stage, their theories share the 

characteristic of the child needing a balanced opportunity to explore and adapt new schema with prior 

schema through their interactions with the environment.  In aligning Piaget with Erikson’s thinking, as a 

child is creating new schema, he is developing a sense of trust that the world is safe and reliable.  Each 

new, balanced, and successful experience contributes to this growing sense of trust. 

 Despite Vygotsky’s lack of incremental stages in his theory, he shares similar characteristics 

with those of Piaget, Erikson, Kohlberg and Gilligan.  Vygotsky socio-cultural approach argues that 

social interactions are pivotal in the process of making meaning for children.  The importance of culture 

is also highlighted in Erikson’s theory where he suggests that the culture one lives in directly influences 

his identity.  Vygotsky believes that the meaning derived from children’s interactions with their 

community is culturally based.   In Erikson’s Stage Four, children begin to learn the appropriate social 

skills required by society, and as they progress toward adolescence, they start to examine their own 

place in society.  These new understandings are gained through their interactions with, and observations 

of, their society.  Gilligan takes this idea further by arguing that women “drop their own ‘voices’ to fit 

into a mold shaped by society and to avoid cutting themselves off from the people they love” (Viadero 

& Smith, 1998).  Through acceptance and rejection from society, girls adapt themselves into an identity 

that fits with the expectations of society whether or not this new identity aligns with their true self.  

Second, it is arguable that Erikson’s belief of mutuality exists in Vygotsky’s theory as well.  Because 

Vygotsky’s theory is not age-specific, one could surmise that in certain situations, both the learner and 

MKO are working within their own ZPD.  This idea can be illustrated in an example of a teacher and a 

student using new technology to learn a math concept.  The teachers is the MKO facilitating the new 

concept to the student, who is working within his math ZPD; however, the teacher may also be in her 

ZPD in learning a new technology, and the student is the MKO.  

 All theories of development discussed thus far advocate that children are born with the ability 

and motivation to learn and discover.   All theories demonstrate a general progression of development 

that begins with the child or respondent having a limited understanding of the world, and because of 
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various motivators, begins to expand her understandings outwards to family, community and society.  

Each theory has a progression of skills or understandings that signify a growth from concrete thinking 

and egocentrism toward abstraction and higher-level thinking.  Yet, the complexity of development 

cannot be explained by one single theory, and past theories need to be critically examined for their 

strengths and weakness.  However, despite the flaws of past theories, the understandings and subsequent 

improvements to academic fields, such as education and psychology, have had long lasting implications.  

Discovery learning, using manipulatives, peer collaboration, character education, and scaffolding 

concepts are all learning strategies use daily in the classroom and are credited to their origins in these 

past theories of development.   
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